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Pain for Pen:
Gaspara Stampa’s S tile Novo
Amy R. Insalaco
Brigham Young University

T

HE ITALIAN CRITIC AND SCHOLAR, Benedetto Croce (1866–1952)
dismisses Gaspara Stampa’s Rime (1553) thus:

She was a woman; And usually a woman, when she is not given
to ape men, uses poetry and submits it to her affections
because she loves her lover or her own children more than
poetry. The lazy practice of women is revealed in their scanty
theoretical and contemplative power.1

For him, Stampa’s poetry is somehow inferior to her male counterpart’s
poetry because it lacks “theoretical and contemplative power.” This essay
will analyze aspects of Stampa’s poetry which disprove this claim.
As a woman, Gaspara Stampa was completely aware of the woman’s
traditionally passive role as the object of love-making and consequently as
the subject of poetry. For centuries, authors have assumed that the act of
writing privileged men since the physical act of putting pen to paper paralleled men’s role in the sexual act. But Gaspara Stampa does not content
herself with that metaphor. Instead of submitting her poetry to her lover
or to her children, as Croce describes, she seeks a female counterpart of
this pen-paper metaphor. In her poetry, Stampa replaces the masculine pen
or penna, the instrument of conception unique to men, with the female
pain, or pena, the culmination of conception, the travails of childbirth,
unique to women. Significantly, she relates her experiences as a female
poet, creating words, to the ultimate female creation of the Word, Jesus
Christ’s birth, which does not rely on human male intervention, but on
divine intervention and the Virgin Mary’s free will to be productive. Thus,
Stampa creates a new, feminine style of poetry, a stile novo as she terms it,
similar to Dante’s dolce stil novo. Her metaphor of maternal procreation
allows Stampa to explore the tensions associated with being a female
writer where the traditional creation, the woman, has suddenly become
the creator.
1Benedetto Croce, Conversazioni Critiche, 2nd series, 2nd ed. (Bari: Laterza, 1924),
225; my translation.
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Following Bembo’s injunction, she imitates Petrarch, but still underscores throughout her unique feminine poetical theory. Her first sonnet,
which closely imitates Petrarch’s first sonnet, introduces several new ideas
which are not present in Petrarch. Most of these ideas are outside the
scope of this paper, with the exception two: Stampa’s introduction of the
word pena and the reference to her sex. Compare the first two quatrains of
Petrarch’s poem with the first quatrain of Stampa’s:
Rerum Vulgarium Fragmenta 1.1–42
Voi ch’ ascoltate in rime sparse il suono
di quei sospiri ond’ io nudriva ‘l core
n sul mio primo giovanile errore,
iquand’era in parte altr’uom da quel ch’ i’ sono:
del vario stile in ch’ io piango et ragiono
fra le vane speranze e ‘l van dolore,
ove sia chi per prova intenda amore
spero trovar pietà, non che perdono.
[You who hear in scattered rhymes the sound of
those sighs with which I nourished my heart
during my first youthful error, when
I was in part another man from what I am now:
for the varied style in which I weep and speak
between vain hopes and vain sorrow, where
there is anyone who understands love through
experience, I hope to find pity, not only pardon.]
Rime 1.1–43
Voi, ch’ascoltate in queste miste rime,
in questi mesti, in questi oscuri accenti
il suon degli amorosi miei lamenti
e de le pene mie tra l’altre prime.
[You who listen in these, my sad rhymes,
in these sad, in these dark accents
2Hereafter RVF. All quotations and translations of Petrarch are from Petrarch’s Lyric
Poems: the Rime sparse and Other Lyrics, ed. and trans. Robert M. Durling (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1986).
3All quotations of the Rime are from Gaspara Stampa: Rime, ed. Maria Bellonci (Milano: Rizzoli, 1976). English translations are from Women Poets of the Italian Renaissance:
Courtly Ladies and Courtesans, trans. Laura Anna Stortoni and Mary Prentice Lillie (New
York: Italica, 1997), or from Gaspara Stampa: Selected Poems, ed. Laura Stortoni and Mary
Prentice Lillie (New York: Italica Press, 1994), unless otherwise noted.
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the sound of my laments of love
and of my pains amongst the other previous pains.]
The last line in the first quatrain of Petrarch’s sonnet refers to his masculinity: “quand’era in parte altr’uom da quel ch’ i’ sono” (I was in part
another man from what I am now) (RVF 1.4). We can interpret Petrarch’s
use of uomo (man) in the broader sense of mankind, yet, he does add “i’
sono” (I am). Therefore, Petrarch, as a man, is writing masculine poetry
and using masculine metaphors. Stampa refers to her sex in a similar manner. She ends her first sonnet thus: “ch’anch’io n’andrei con tanta donna
a paro” (That I would go equal to such a woman) (Rime 1.14). By
reminding her audience of this basic difference between herself and
Petrarch, she invites us to see a difference between Petrarch’s description
of his anguish, using dolore (pain), and her description of her anguish,
using pena (pain). Although both words have similar denotations, Stampa
deliberately chooses pena because of its close resemblance to penna (pen).
The discursive context in which Stampa writes provides ample precedent and, indeed, endorsement for the connection she draws between
writing and sexuality. Many authors have used penna to refer to the penis.
For example, in canto 20, lines 40–45 of the Inferno, Dante meets Tiresias
who eventually regains his maschili penne (manly plumes)4 after having
been a woman for a time. Dante uses le penne in a similar manner in Paradiso 32.79–81 where le innocenti penne (the innocent members)5 are circumcised. Petrarch’s usage of penna as a phallic symbol, although
discernable, is less obvious than Dante’s. For instance, Petrarch’s RVF
13.91–92 contains a double entendre where his pen tires from long and
sweet speech with a lady. A similar double entendre occurs earlier in the collection where Petrarch describes his situation: “Ma perché ‘l tempo è corto
/ la penna al buon voler non po gir presso” (But because time is short, my
pen cannot follow closely my good will,) (RVF 33.90–91). This particular
poem is full of sexual imagery and double entendres, and it is, therefore, not
difficult to assign more than a literal meaning to Petrarch’s lines; although
his desire is there, he is not physically able to follow through.
Although Stampa’s readers are versed in this traditional metaphor,
They may not make an immediate connection between pena and penna;
however, the words themselves are nearly alike, since only one letter differentiates them. In addition, little separates these two words in terms of the
sexual metaphor. We have already seen how penna is used in an erotic
4All quotations and translations of Dante are from the The Divine Comedy, 3 vols, ed.
and trans. Charles S. Singleton (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1975), unless otherwise noted.
5I have used The Divine Comedy, 3 vols. ed. and trans. Allen Mendelbaum (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1980–84) translation in this instance since Mendelbaum captures the euphemism more clearly than Singleton.
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sense; but in order to understand how pena functions in this same metaphor, we need to remember that in this first sonnet, Stampa reminds us
that she is a woman, so we need to examine how the Renaissance views
women, especially the woman’s body, as that which is to be acted upon by
the male. As is well known, Aristotle postulates that Nature always wishes
to create the most perfect being, and that would be a man since he is
hotter and better endowed for creation. A woman is created only if the
elements do not come together in a perfect fashion.6 According to Aristotle, the woman only provides the matter upon which the male’s principle
of movement, the semen, can act:
That is why wherever possible and so far as possible the male is
separate from the female, since it is something better and more
divine in that it is the principle of movement for generated things,
while the female serves as their matter u{lh.7
Thus, according to Aristotelian theory, the active generative principle lies
in the male while the woman provides the matter u{lh. Galen takes Aristotle’s claims one step further by postulating that female reproductive
organs were simply inverted, underdeveloped male organs, and he makes
a direct correlation between the phallus and the uterus.8 Therefore, the
uterus is the female equivalent of the penis.
Renaissance physiology, following Classical precedents, enables physical procreation to parallel poetic creation. The male writer’s pen allows
him to function both sexually and artistically, and the woman provides
both the matter and the subject matter. In fact, creation cannot occur
without a man, nor without a man’s pen, since the u{lh upon which the
semen must act is passive and cannot act on its own. Biologically and poetically, then, women writers are left out of the equation. Their only role is
to provide matter for semen or subject matter for poets.
Stampa sees a creative possibility in this biological view of sexuality for
a woman writer however. The uterus, which causes the woman pain while
delivering a child, is essential for a woman to be productive; a woman
cannot be fruitful sexually without her uterus. Gaspara Stampa refers to
this feminine aspect of the biological process when she indicates in this first
sonnet that loving produces pena on her part. Thinking about love-making
as a symbol for creating poetry, Stampa’s art must also cause her pain; and
6Ian MacLean, The Renaissance Notion of Woman: A Study in the Fortunes of Scholasticism and Medical Science in European Intellectual Life (New York: Cambridge University
Press, 1980), 8.
7Aristotle, De Generatione Animalium, ed. and trans. E. L. Peck, Loeb edition (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1979), 2.1.731b–32a. All English translations of Aristotle
are from the Loeb edition.
8Galen, De usu partium, 2 vols., ed. and trans. Margaret Tallmadge May (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1968), 14.6. All English translations are from this edition.
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since the uterus and the phallus were thought to be analogous, we can
make a connection between pena and penna. Stampa’s pain is just as essential in her creative process as Petrarch’s pen is in his. When viewed in this
light, Stampa’s choice of pena, to replace Petrarch’s dolore, becomes more
evident. Dolore, although it means pain, is not similar enough to penna to
fit Stampa’s poetical theories. However, she still does not make a connection between pen and pain this early in her collection. She only introduces
the fact that she is a woman and that her writing causes her pain.
Instead, Stampa continues to develop her poetical theories by introducing conspicuous maternal imagery in her second sonnet. In this sonnet, Stampa introduces her lover, Collatino, the male counterpart of
Petrarch’s Laura. The first line of this sonnet imitates Petrarch’s third
sonnet that describes his first encounter with Laura; the next line then
diverges from the pattern. This change allows Stampa to broach the image
of the creation becoming the creator. Compare the first anniversary
sonntes of both Petrarch and Stampa:
RVF 3.1–4; 9–11
Era il giorno ch’al sol si scoloraro
per la pietà del suo fattore i rai
quando i’ fui preo, et non me ne guardai,
ché i be’vostr’occhi, Donna, mi legaro
......................................
trovommi Amor del tutto disarmato,
et aperta la via per gli occhi al core
che di lagrime son fatti uscio et varco.
[It was the day when the sun’s rays turned
pale with grief for his Maker when I was
taken, and I did not defend myself against
it, for your lovely eyes, Lady, bound me.
......................................
Love found me altogether disarmed, and
the way open through my eyes to my heart,
my eyes which are now the portal and
passageway of tears.]
Rime 2.1–89
Era vicino il di che ‘l Creatore,
che ne l’ altezza sua potea restarse,
9 Again, I have followed Stortoni and Lillie’s translation except where indicated by
curly brackets,{},where the translation is mine.
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in forma umana venne a dimostrarsi,
dal ventre viginal uscendo fore
quando degnò l’illustre mio signore,
per cui ho tanti poi lamenti sparsi,
potendo in luogo più alto arridarsi,
farsi nido e ricetto del mio cuore.
[It was about the day when the Creador,
Who could have stayed in His sublime abode,
Came down to show Himself in human form,
Issuing from the Holy Virgin’s womb
When…my illustrious lord
For whom I {have shed so many tears}
Who could have found a nobler resting place,
{Deigned to make} his nest and {was received} in my heart.]

Stampa’s variation from Petrarch first concerns her changing the holiday on which she meets her lover. Stampa first encounters Collaltino near
Christmas, the day celebrating the birth and life of Christ, instead of Good
Friday, the day commemorating his death. This divergence from Petrarch
allows Stampa to introduce the femininity of her poetry, not only with
images of birth, but also with the introduction of a female character into
the creative process—the Virgin Mother. Without the Virgin, there would
have been no birth and no Christmas to celebrate. In Petrarch’s poem, on
the other hand, there is no mention of the Madonna since she has no
active role on Good Friday.
Petrarch only gives a two-line description to indicate on what day he
met Laura, but Stampa’s description of her first meeting with Collatino
lasts the entire first quatrain. Stampa could have ended her description of
the nativity with the phrase, “in forma umana venne a dimostrarsi” (Came
down to show Himself in human form); however, she adds “dal ventre virginal uscendo fore” (Issuing from the Holy Virgin’s womb). Here,
Stampa introduces the actual physical process of birth along with a female
character, the Virgin. Again, we are reminded of her use of pena from her
first sonnet, since issuing from the womb necessarily brings pain. With
both of these additions, Stampa also changes the focus of the relationship
in her poem. What should be an intangible, god-man relationship, now in
Stampa centers on a physical, mother-son relationship. The difference is
obvious: man is subject to God whereas son is subject to mother. Thus,
not only does Stampa introduce a female character in her poem, she also
assigns her an authoritative role.
She further emphasizes this mother-son relationship by paralleling her
situation with Mary’s in the second quattrain. Here, Stampa simply
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exchanges Creatore with the word signore (lord) in the exact position. Not
only does signore refer to Collaltino in his role of nobleman, but signore
can also be another title for Christ, an intentional ambiguity on the part of
Stampa. She compares Christ and Collaltino, putting them on a level superior to Stampa’s. She furthers the idea of Collaltino as a figura Christi by
adding that Collaltino “potendo in a luogo più alto arridarsi” (could have
found a nobler resting place), but he condescends to find a place with
Stampa instead. Such a description maintains the god-man relationship
Stampa establishes in the first quatrain with Collaltino as god and Stampa
the adoring worshiper. However, she abruptly returns to the mother-son
relationship by ending this quatrain with a female image. Translating
“potendo in a luogo più alto arridarsi” literally, Collaltino could have
“nested” (arridarsi) in a higher place, but chooses rather to “nest” in
Stampa’s heart. The English connotations for nesting are obviously maternal, but the Italian connotations of nido (nest) are also sexual.10 Moreover, “farsi nido” (to nest) in the second quatrain occupies the same place
as “ventre virginal” in the second. Thus, the mother-son relationship
established by Stampa in the second quatrain echoes the Virgin-Christ
child relationship established in the first quatrain.
Furthermore, the sexual imagery contained in the line, “farsi nido e
ricetto del mio cuore,” (Rime 2.8) reemphasizes the idea that pain is associated both with love-making and word-making for women. This motif
coincides with the sexual imagery contained in Petrarch’s version. In lines
nine to eleven, Petrarch is struck with the phallic arrow, through an
“aperta la via” (the way open), to his heart. Here Petrarch reverses the
sexual roles and casts himself as the female participant; however, what
issues forth (son fatti uscio) from his sexual experience is not a child but
tears. On the other hand, Stampa sees the irony in a male writer appropriating a female, procreative image. The result must be empty because the
image will always be sterile for the male. But, when a woman uses a similar
image, “farsi nido e recetto nel mio cuore,” where the beloved enters and
is received in the heart, the image is fruitful, since her suffering produces
a child—a poem, a word. The traditional creation, the woman, has now
created. With this poetic model, Stampa sees herself in a comparable position to the Virgin with an opportunity to create poetry through divine
inspiration, providing flesh for the word and becoming the means by
which poetic incarnation can occur.
In light of these readings, the ideas presented in Stampa’s first poem
become more significant. In Rime 1.4, Stampa introduces the idea of
pena, and then says in line 14: “ch’anch’io n’ andrei con tanta donna a
10Besides meaning “nest” in the sense where birds lay and hatch their eggs, the Grande
Dizionario della Lingua Italiana also defines nido thus: “in senso allusivo: organo genitale
femminile” (in an allegorical sense: the female genitalia).
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paro” (That I would go equal to such a woman). Not only does she ask
her audience to remember that she is a woman, who brings forth female
poetry, she also foreshadows the introduction of the virgin birth, seen in
the second poem. The “tanta donna a paro” (equal to such a woman) can
refer both to the elevated status Stampa will receive as Collaltino’s lover,
and to the fact that Stampa sees herself in a situation similar to that of
Mary. She makes that comparison explicit in her second poem, when she
introduces the imagery of the virgin birth. She here concentrates more on
the physical process that naturally brings pain to the woman and her
uterus, subtly referring to the pena of her first poem. In her eighth poem,
Stampa combines all these ideas, culminating with a claim for a new style
of poetry:
Rime 8
Se, così come sono abietta e vile
conna, posso portar sì alto foco,
perché non debbo aver almeno un poco
di ritraggerlo al mondo e vena e stile?
S’Amor con novo, insolito focile,
ov’io non potea gir, m’alzò a tal loco,
perché non può non con usato gioco
far la pena e la penna in me simìle?
E, se non può per forza di natura,
puollo almen per miracolo, che spesso
vince, trapassa e rompe ogni misura.
Come ciò sia non posso dir espresso;
io provo ben che per mia gran ventura
mi sento il cor di novo stile impresso.
[If I, who am an abject, low-born woman,
Can bear within me such lofty fire,
Why should I not possess at least a little
Poetic power to tell it to the world, {both mood and style?}
If Love, with such a new unheard-of flint
Lifted me up where I could never climb
Why cannot {he, outside of his usual playfulness,}
Make pain and pen{similar in me?}
{And if} Love cannot do this by force of nature,
Perhaps {he can accomplish this be a miracle
Which often conquers, crosses, and breaks every boundary.}
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How that can be, I cannot well explain
But yet I feel, because of my great fortune,
My heart {impressed with a new style.}]11
In the first quatrain, she describes herself as an abject, low-born
woman, recalling the meek, submissive Virgin Mary, reminding her audience that she, too, is a figura virginis. Then, engaging in a play on words,
a gioco as she terms it, she asks why Love cannot make “la pena e la penna
in me simìle.” As we have seen, penna equals the male reproductive organ,
and according to the medical knowledge of the day, the uterus and the
phallus were similar. Thus, if we associate pena with the uterus, it would
indeed be similar to penna, and not simply because one letter has been
added. Gaspara Stampa, in this line reduces the female act of giving birth
into one word, pena, and the male act of conception into penna. Therefore, on a metaphorical level, she is asking why Love cannot make her
female poetry similar to male poetry. By pointing out the fact that these
two words are similar, both orthographically and biologically, she is pointing out that in the procreative metaphor where sexual creativity equals
poetic creativity, the female act of giving birth is indeed similar to the male
act of conception. It is not the pains from just any birth to which she is
referring, however. It is the virgin birth, which Thomas Aquinas described
as requiring a supernatural, divine power in order to be fertile. In his
Summa Theologica, he explains that Mary conceived by the Holy Spirit, a
miracle that crossed natural boundaries:
in the conception of Christ, it was in nature’s way that he was
born of a woman; it was above nature’s way that he was born of a
virgin. Nature’s way in the generation of the animal species is that
the female furnishes the matter [materiam] while from the male
comes the active principle in generation, as Aristotle shows. A
woman conceiving from a man is not a virgin. So for the supernatural mode of conception in Christ the active principle was a supernatural divine power.12
When talking about the female contribution to the creative process,
Aquinas uses the Latin equivalent, materia, of the Greek word, u{lh, which
Aristotle uses in his description. The words can refer to both physical and
literary subject matter; a concept which continues the parallel between
biological and poetical creation. The man creates while the woman provides the subject matter. A conflict arises, however, when a woman creates
11Exceptions from Stortoni and Lillie’s translation are indicated by curly brackets
where the translation is mine.
12Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologicae, 61 vols (New York: Blackfriars-McGraw Hill
Book Company, 1694–81), 3a.31.5.
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and a man provides the subject matter, as in Gaspara Stampa’s poetry.
Such a scenario is not natural. Indeed, Stampa seems to have Aquinas’s
passage in mind when she states: “E, se non può per forza di natura, /
puollo almen per miracolo, che spesso / vince, trapassa e rompe ogni
misura.” Only thus, through miraculous divine intervention, can a woman
bring forth poetry. The three verbs Stampa chooses here a very strong
verbs: vincere (to conquer), trapassare (to cross), and rompere, (to break).
Such aggressive verbs indicate what Stampa will have to do to the misura,
or boundaries, both natural and social, in order to succeed as a poet.
These verbs also have sexual connotations, usually associated with the
masculine role in copulation, especially involving a virgin woman. A man
must trapassare and rompere the hymen in order to achieve sexual “victory.” Here Stampa has reversed the sexual roles. Stampa, as the Virgin,
will be the one to trapassare and to rompere boundaries; she will have the
poetic victory. And Stampa leaves no doubt that she has already crossed
these boundaries and will succeed as a woman poet. Her final lines of this
programmatic sonnet culminate with a claim for a new style of poetry. She
ends with a description of her heart being impressed by a stile novo, once
again reminding us of Dante’s dolce stil novo. Dante’s explanation of the
theory behind his docle stil novo in Purgatorio 24 and 25 turns on divine
inspiration. When Love inspires Dante, he writes. When God inspires the
fetus, it moves. As John Frecero has noted, interpretation, the common
element between human procreation and poetic creation in Dante’s dolce
stil novo is the verb spira:
Statius’ discussion about conception and reproduction in Canto
XXV serves as a gloss on Canto XXIV, where the subject is literary
creation and conception. More than that, it seems to suggest
strongly an analogy between the act of writing and the act of procreation…. Sexuality is, for Dante, nature’s expression of creativity…. As the soul is inspired in the fetus, so the inspiration of the
poet comes from God. The body, however, is the work of parenthood. In the same way, the poetic corpus is sired by the poet….13
Stampa invites her reader to ask what happens when the poetic corpus is
not sired, but mothered. Turning to Aquinas’ model of the virgin birth,
the Holy Spirit, or divine inspiration, provides the creative impetus that
gives life to the fetus: it is the only way for the material to become active.
In Stampa’s model, the female poet, analogous to the Virgin, receives
divine inspiration to create her poetic corpus which is the only way for the
subject matter to become the active author. Likewise, the Holy Spirit, or
13John Freccero, Dante: The Poetics of Conversion, ed. Rachel Jacoff (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1986), 202.
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divine inspiration, provides the creative impetus in Aquinas’ model of the
virgin birth.
Such an icon is problematic. Although a sense of female independence
exists in the virgin birth metaphor, it also inherently contains a sense of
female submission. Mary’s response to the Angel Gabriel demonstrates
her humility, “Behold the handmaid of the Lord” (Luke 1:38), thus
becoming a model for womanly obedience and submission.14 Yet, Dante
aptly expresses the paradox of the Madonna in his hymn to Mary at the
beginning of Paradiso 33. Mary is at once virgin and mother, daughter
and progenitor, humble and exalted (Par. 33.1–2). Thus, at times, the
mother can require obedience from the son, as she requires a return home
from the temple (Luke 2:51), or water turned to wine (John 2:4). Yet,
most of the time, God requires obedience from the worshiper. Therefore,
the Virgin is at once independent and submissive since she gives flesh to
the Word, but still submits to the Word’s will. This paradoxical image of
the Madonna is an appropriate one for Stampa’s poetry as Fiora A. Bassanese points out:
In her dual role of lover, thus responsible for singing the praises
of the beloved, and woman, Stampa must find an adequate
symbol of both passivity and activity. Maternity offers the solution. She receives love on the one hand, but also gives life. It is
also a metaphor for the creative act of composing poetry, urged
on by the inspiration of love…. The [anniversary] poems reiterate
Stampa’s readiness to love, as presented in the ancilla Domini
theme of the first anniversary sonnet, expressing willing and fatalistic submission to another’s will.15
The irony comes from fact that the Virgin’s God to whom she is subject
also happens to be her son. Stampa finds herself in a similar situation. She
claims her independence by writing poetry, giving flesh to her word; however, Stampa still sees herself as submissive to a higher will, to her god.
She, as the mother, the creator of the poetry, can ask for submission from
her creation; however, Stampa also faces a paradox. She has in a sense created her lover through her poetry, just as Petrarch created Laura, and in
this scenario, the created lover must feel some sort of obligation to the
creator. But, Stampa is very much aware that she is a woman creating a
man and not vice versa. Stampa’s creation is also her signore, her god. In
her creation of Collaltino, Stampa has maintained both the social distance
14Penny Schine Gold,The Lady and the Virgin: Image, Attitude, and Experience in
Twelfth-Century France, Women in Culture and Society, ed. Catharine R. Stimpson (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1985), 68–69.
15Fiora A. Bassanese, Gaspara Stampa, ed. Carlo Golino, Twayne’s World Authors
Series 658 (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1982), 76–77.
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of her actual relationship with Collaltino and the spiritual difference of her
symbolic relationship with her signore of poetry. As the creator of this
character, Stampa could require submission from him, but most of the
time her signore, her god, requires submission from her.
The description of her new style maintains this paradox. Although she
is the active, female writer, her imagery in the last line of the eighth sonnet
is passive. She feels her heart “di novo stile impresso” (impressed with a
new style). Again, Stampa refers to the parallel between writing and copulation, only this time replacing pen and paper with the stylus and tablet.
Her heart becomes the tablet on which Love impresses his style, his stylus.
As in English, the Italian words for style (stile) and stylus (stilo) are as similar as the words for pain (pena) and pen (penna). Again, only one letter
separates them. Stampa here maintains her play on words throughout the
sonnet.
Because Stampa imitates Dante’s description of his docle stil novo, it is
important to consider how Dante uses the word stilo to mean both “style”
and “stylus” in the Comedia. In Purgatorio 24.58–59, Bonagiunta
exclaims, “e qual di più a gradire oltre si nette, / non vede più da l’uno a
l’altro stilo” (he who sets himself to seek farther and see no other difference between the one style and the other). Here stilo definitely stands for
“style,” but in a later usage, Dante refers to Paul as “‘l verace stilo” (the
veracious pen) (Par. 24.61) usually translated as “pen” or “stylus.” In
both instances, however, style or stylus is nearly interchangeable. In the
former instance, Bonagiunta’s use of stilo could have been a continuation
of the idea that Dante moves his pen whenever Love dictates. Or with the
latter instance, Dante, using metonomy with stilo standing for a male
author, furthers the sexual imagery. Therefore, thinking of the ambiguities
associated with the stil of the dolce stil novo, we can translate this phrase in
two ways: “sweet new style” or “sweet new stylus.” The apocope of stil
allows for both translations since we do not know whether the word ends
in “o” or in “e.” Dante’s ambiguity here furthers his association of procreation with artistic creation. In effect, Dante has created both a new style
and a new stylus, each one following after Love’s dictates. Either one proclaims a new method of writing, but each still assumes a male writer.
Stampa’s new style answers Dante’s own. Both poets describe their
writing style with intentional sexual references. Like the dolce stil novo,
Stampa’s novo stile is erotic in that it is based on a procreative metaphor,
requiring divine inspiration in order to be productive. But her style is feminine and aptly suited to her role as a woman writer. The placement of stile
(style) next to impresso (impresso) reminds us of the tablet inscribed by the
stylus. At first it would seem that Stampa is reverting to the traditional
procreative metaphor that calls for passivity in the woman, but the preceding lines suggest the reverse. Stampa’s controlling metaphor in this poem
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has been the virgin birth, a conception that did not require a “stylus” in
the human terms, but relied on divine intervention instead. Therefore, the
new style, or stylus, which Stampa feels impressing her heart is not the
same as Dante’s pen that follows Love’s lead. Rather it is divine inspiration
that goes beyond the bounds of nature to conceive in Stampa’s heart.
However, active and passive tensions that reflect the conflict between her
feminine role of a lover and her masculine role as a writer continue. While
most of the eighth sonnet contains active, assertive imagery, Stampa ends
this poem with a passive image. Unlike Dante who moves his pen whenever Love dictates, Stampa allows her heart to be impressed with this new
style. The difference lies in the basic biological differences between the
two authors: Dante is male and Stampa is female. Although an independent female poetic self is available for Stampa to exploit in her chosen metaphor, she returns to the accepted notion of woman as passive in nature
and in sexual roles. Stampa is the active poet, while remaining the passive
lover. Her novo stile maintains, first, the paradox of the Virgin, independent and submissive, and second, the woman’s natural role in the sex act.
To return to Croce’s remarks, instead of Stampa demonstrating
“scanty theoretical and contemplative power,” she has accomplished the
opposite. Stampa has indeed contemplated the problems associated with
women writing, and created a new poetical theory, a stile novo, that
encompasses the tensions of female creation where the subject becomes
artist, and where even the very act of writing itself, paralleling the sexual
act, excludes a woman from wielding a pen. However, there is an aspect of
the sexual act that excludes the man—the actual birth. By concentrating
on the unique female aspect of the pain associated with childbirth and
referring to the one birth that did not require a human, male presence,
only divine inspiration, to be productive, Stampa has created a space in her
sonnets for female poetry within a male metaphor.

52

Amy R. Insalaco
Reference

Alighieri, Dante. La Commedia. 3 vols. Ed. Giorgio Petrocchi. 2nd ed.
Firenze: Casa Editrice Le Lettere, 1994.
Aquinas, Thomas. Summa Theologiae. 61 vols. New York: BlackfriarsMcGraw-Hill Book Company, 1964–81.
Aristotle. De Generatione Animalium. Trans. A. L. Peck. Loeb Classical
Library 13. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1979.
Bassanese, Fiora A. Gaspara Stampa. Ed. Carlo Golino. Twayne’s World
Authors Series 658. Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1982.
Bassanese, Fiora A. “Gaspara Stampa’s Poetics of Negativity.” Italica 61
(1984): 335–46.
Bassanese, Fiora A. “Male Canon / Female Poet: the Petrarchism of Gaspara Stampa.” In Interpreting the Italian Renaissance: Literary Perspectives, ed. Antonio Toscano. Stony Brook: Forum Italicum, 1991.
Bellonci, Maria, ed. Gaspara Stampa: Rime. Milano: Rizzoli, 1976.
Bembo, Pietro. Prose e Rime di Pietro Bembo. Ed. Carlo Dionisotti. 2nd
ed. Torino: Tipografia Temporelli, 1966.
Benstock, Shari. “The Female Self Engendered: Autobiographical Writing
and Theories of Selfhood.” Women’s Studies 20 (1991): 5–14.
Biblia Sacra Iuxta Vulgatam Clementinam Nova Editio. Eds. Alberto
Colunga and Laurentio Turrado. Madrid: Biblioteca de Autores Cristianos, 1977.
Birnbaum, Lucia Chiavola. Liberazione della donna: Feminism in Italy.
Middletown: Wesleyan University Press, 1986.
Bono, Paola and Sandra Kemp, eds. Italian Feminist Thought: A Reader.
Oxford: Basil Blackwell, Ltd., 1991.
Braden, Gordon. “Gaspara Stampa and the Gender of Petrarchism.” Texas
Studies in Literature and Language 38, no. 2 (1996): 115–39.
Cadden, Joan. Meanings of Sex Difference in the Middle Ages. Cambridge
History of Medicine. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993.
Croce, Benedetto. Conversazioni Critiche. 2nd series. 2nd edition. Bari:
G. Laterza & Figli, 1950.
Croce, Benedetto. Poesia popolare e poesia d’arte: studi sulla poesia italiana
del tre al cinquecento. 5th ed. Bari: G. Laterza & Figli, 1967.
Dante. The Divine Comedy, 3 vols. Ed. and trans. Allen Mendelbaum. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980–84.
De Lorris, Guillaume and Jean de Meun. The Romance of the Rose. Ed. and
trans. Charles Dahlberg. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1971.
Durling, Robert M., ed. Petrarch’s Lyric Poems: the Rime sparse and Other
Lyrics. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1976.
Freccero, John. Dante: The Poetics of Conversion. Ed. Rachel Jacoff. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1986.

Pain for Pen

53

Freccero, John. “The Fig Tree and the Laurel.” Diacritics 5 (1975): 34–40.
Galen. De semine. Paris, 1533.
Galen. De usu partium. 2 vols. Trans. Margaret Tallmadge May. Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 1968.
Giappichelli, G., ed. Critica e letteratura nel Cinquecento. Torino: Università di Torino, 1964.
Gilbert, Sandra. “Literary Paternity.” In Critical Theory Since 1965, ed.
Hazard Adams and Leroy Searle, 485–96. Tallahassee: University
Presses of Florida, 1986.
Grande dizionario della lingua Italiana. Ed. Salvatore Battaglia. Torino:
Unione Tipografico Editrice Torinese, 1961
Greene, Thomas. The Light in Troy: Imitation and Discovery in Renaissance Poetry. Newhaven and London: Yale University Press, 1982.
Gold, Penny Schine. The Lady and the Virgin: Image, Attitude, and Experience in Twelfth-Century France. Women in Culture and Society, ed.
Catharine R. Stimpson. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1985.
The Holy Bible. Douay-Rheims. New York: Benziger Brothers, Inc., 1941.
Jelinek, Estelle C., ed. Women’s Autobiography: Essays in Criticism.
Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1980.
Jones, Ann Rosalind. “New Songs for the Swallow: Ovid’s Philomela in
Tullia d’ Aragona and Gaspara Stampa.” In Refiguring Women: Perspectives on Gender and the Italian Renaissance, ed. Marilyn Migiel
and Juliana Schiesari, 263–77. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991.
Lawner, Lynn. “Gaspara Stampa and the Rhetoric of Submission.” In
Renaissance Studies in Honor of Craig Hugh Smith, ed. Andrew Morrogh et al., 2 vols. Florence: Giunti Barbèra, 1985.
Lewis, C. S. The Allegory of Love: A Study in Medieval Tradition. Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1959.
Liddell and Scott’s Greek-English Lexicon. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983.
MacLean, Ian. The Renaissance Notion of Woman: A Study in the Fortunes
of Scholasticism and Medical Science in European Intellectual Life.
New York: Cambridge University Press, 1980.
Meyer, Donald. Sex and Power: The Rise of Women in America, Russia,
Sweden, and Italy. Middletown: Wesleyan University Press, 1987.
Miller, Nancy K. Getting Personal: Feminist Occasions and Other Autobiographical Acts. New York: Routledge, 1991.
Ovid. Metamorphoses. Ed. William S. Anderson. Leipzig: Teubner, 1982.
Phillippy, Patricia. “‘Altera Dido’: The Model of Ovid’s Heroides in the
Poems of Gaspara Stampa and Veronica Franco.” Italica 69 (1992):
1–18.
Phillippy, Patricia. “Gaspara Stampa’s Rime: Replication and Retraction.”
Philological Quarterly 68 (1989): 1–23.

54

Amy R. Insalaco

Rotson, Murray. Renaissance Perspectives in Literature and the Visual Arts.
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1987.
Russo, Luigi. “Gaspara Stampa e il petrarchismo del ‘500.” Belfagor 13
(1978): 1–20.
Santangelo, Giorgio. Il petrarchismo del Bembo e di altri poeti del ‘500.
Roma: Istituto Editoriale Cultura Europea, 1967.
Sharrock, Alison R. “Womanufacture.” The Journal of Roman Studies 81
(1991): 36–49.
Showalter, Elaine. A Literature of Their Own: British Women Novelists
from Brontë to Lessing. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999.
Singleton, Charles S. The Divine Comedy. 3 vols. Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1975.
Siraisi, Nancy. G. Medieval and Early Renaissance Medicine: An Introduction to Knowledge and Practice. Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1990.
Sowell, Madison U. “Dante’s Poetics of Sexuality.” Exemplaria 5 (1993):
435–69.
Stortoni, Laura Anna, ed. Women Poets of the Italian Renaissance: Courtly
Ladies and Courtesans. Trans. Laura Anna Stortoni and Mary Prentice
Lillie. New York: Italica, 1997.
Stortoni, Laura Anna, and Mary Prentice Lillie, eds. Gaspara Stampa:
Selected Poems. New York: Italica Press, 1994.
The Milan Women’s Bookstore Collective. Sexual Difference: A Theory of
Social-symbolic Practice. Theories of Representation and Difference,
ed. Teresa de Lauretis. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990.
Toffanin, Giuseppe. Storia letteraria d’Italia: Il Cinquecento. Torino:
Stamperia Editoriale Rattero, 1964.
Vickers, Nancy. “Diana Described: Scattered Women and Scattered
Rhyme.” InWriting and Sexual Difference, ed. Elizabeth Abel, 95–
109. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982.
Vitiello, Justin. “Gaspara Stampa: The Ambiguities of Martyrdom.”
Modern Language Notes 90 (1975): 58–71.
Wind, Edgar. Pagan Mysteries in the Renaissance. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1958.

